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a lthough I have benefited personally from successful mentorship as an academic dermatologist, and although I have served 
successfully as a mentor over the past 35 years, I 
had not realized that mentorship is a formal disci-
pline, with both precepts and a defining literature. 
My awakening was precipitated by the appoint-
ment of Milton Packer to head the Clinical Sciences 
Department at UT Southwestern Medical Center 
in 2004. He, as was true of clinical scholars at 
academic centers throughout the United States, 
organized our program to address the need for more 
scholarly, credible, and useful clinical science on 
this campus. These develop ments were accelerated 
by a new National Institutes of Health (NIH)-
sponsored granting mechanism, which has result-
ed in an organized consortium of clinical science 
programs (the Clinical and Translational Science 
Awards). An important NIH requirement was to 
establish at each institution a formal educational 
program to enhance mentorship by senior faculty 
members. Because of my interests, I was selected to 
initiate this program at UT Southwestern, a respon-
sibility I held for three years. I will reflect in this 
Editorial—and throughout the coming year—much 
that I learned in those seminal years.
Mentorship is not new; we can imagine 
prehistoric children in primitive dwellings learn-
ing the skills of their parents, with the expectation 
that they would enhance their chances of survival. 
Specialization followed: the need for protection 
led to the recruitment of athletically skilled individ-
uals into a military, and the need to understand the 
unknown led those who were intellectually skilled 
into the clergy. In these environments, immedi-
ate biological families were replaced by families 
of like-minded, skilled individuals. In the Middle 
Ages, guilds of artisans recruited suitable individu-
als who would, after years of training, become 
experts at a task of commercial importance.
Soon thereafter, beginning in Italy, universities 
arose. Universities are unique, because general 
instruction does not provide the personal con-
tact through which information of importance 
is transferred directly from senior individuals to 
trainees, and lines of responsibility are not obvi-
ous. Rather, it is during graduate and postgraduate 
education that one-to-one learning takes place. In 
academic medicine in 2011, we employ a system 
with prehistoric origins to transfer information and 
techniques from more experienced individuals to 
trainees. We call this “mentorship.”
Over the next year, I will highlight precepts of 
successful mentorship, with the hope that a for-
mal presentation will enhance the abilities of 
all academic scholars to improve their skills. To 
be certain, there are guidelines, but there are no 
absolute rules.
We begin the year with an unusual, annotated 
Commentary that centers on the completed career 
of the late Albert M. Kligman of the University of 
Pennsylvania, a highly influential mentor. I antici-
pate other sketches of similarly influential mentors 
to follow. Other topics will include the scientific 
discipline of mentoring; results of our recent sur-
vey; inspirational stories of mentors and mentees; 
career development; and roles for professional 
organizations in mentorship.
Our readers will no doubt provide additional 
suggestions, allowing us to fulfill the year’s theme 
successfully. The goal is to understand what we 
are doing and then to do it better.
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